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Stemming 
The Tide
It's official: the union movement is in crisis. By the end of 
the 1990s it could be reduced to a quarter of the workforce. 
But it's easier to diagnose the malaise than to suggest 
cures. The Clothing and Allied Trades Union, and 
secretary Anna Booth, have become well-known for 
innovative forms of unionism. ALR asked them for their 
views on the crisis.
Involved in the discussion were: Anna Booth, federal secretary of CATU; Sonia 
Laverty, resources officer for the 
CATU federal office; and Sue Mc- 
Creadie, national economic re­
search officer for the TCF unions. 
They were interviewed for ALR 
by David Burchell.
Can I start by asking you about the 
recent ACTU Congress. The out­
standing feature of that Congress for 
me was Bill Kelty’s gloomy forebod­
ings about the future of the union 
movement. A lot of things which, if 
they had been said not very long ago 
by a magazine like ALR would have 
been considered rather controversial, 
now seem to be accepted wisdom in 
the ACTU. The ACTU-endorsed 
booklet Can Unions Survive?, puts the 
case at its baldest. By the year 2000, 
it says, on current trends the union 
movement will cover less than a 
quarter o f the w orkforce, the 
centralised wage-fixing system will 
have collapsed and we’ll have 
enterprise bargaining. But what I 
found most striking about Can
Unions Survive? was that, while it 
identified the problems very accurate­
ly, it didn’t seem to go any further...
ANNA: Yes, I think that’s right. It’s 
got a quite complex analysis of the 
cause o f the union m ovem en t’s 
problems. But at the same time it’s got 
a very one-dimensional approach to the 
solutions. Its main answer seems to be 
amalgamations, whereas I ’d argue 
that’s just one element of a comprehen­
sive range of things which have to be 
looked a t  And we have to recognise that 
there are different solutions for different 
areas.
SUE: Some people portray amalgama­
tions as a kind of cure-all to our 
problems. But many union members 
feel that in amalgamations they’re 
losing something in their relation to 
their union. We have to face the fact that 
unions can actually become more 
removed from their members through 
amalgamations.
In Can Unions Survive? the authors 
argue strongly that the main barrier 
to amalgamations is the self-interest 
of certain union officials. But the ex­
perience of the recent BWIU-FEDFA 
amalgamation ballot might seem to
suggest that there was a lot of resis­
tance from the rank-and-file there as 
well...
SONIA: In many cases amalgamation 
proposals have been dragging on for 
years, because many union member­
ships are understandably cautious about 
the idea. Often they oppose amalgama­
tion for reasons which are very impor­
tant to them. They want their own 
union; they have a sense of belonging to 
it. And they are often worried about 
being swallowed up by another union 
and losing their identity.
ANNA: I’m all in favour of amal­
gamations as a solution to various 
problem s of under-resourcing for 
unions in particular industries. But it’s 
not always the only solution, especially 
where the membership feels particular­
ly attached to their own union. In many 
cases perhaps the same can be achieved 
by networks of unions sharing resour­
ces, rather than by putting all our eggs 
in the amalgamations basket.
So what are some of the other solu­
tions to the problems of membership 
decline?
ANNA: To some extent they vary 
from industry to industry. The biggest
Ph
ot
o:
 R
uth
 M
ad
di
so
n
AUSTRALIAN LEFT REVIEW 27
Anna Booth
area of employment growth in the 
economy is the service sector, an area 
which even before the rapid increases in 
employment of the last few years was 
not w ell-unionised. Thus even if  
unionisation rates in the service sector 
held up, the union movement as a whole 
would still be going backwards. Con­
versely, the areas with historically high 
levels of unionisation, such as the 
manufacturing sector and the public 
sector, are shrinking. Those are the 
areas where unions have historically 
achieved closed shops and strong 
preference clauses with employers, and 
where they’ve had a high profile in the 
workplace. But they’re now unionising 
a shrinking base. These are trends which 
would exist even if the union movement 
had no other problems. But the fact is 
that the movement is also having dif­
ficulty in generating support across a 
whole range of occupations and in­
dustries, and the shifts in the workforce 
as a whole simply serve to exacerbate 
that.
A lot of people refer to unions as 
having an ‘image problem’.
SONIA: A while ago I visited a num­
ber of high schools in Sydney’s inner 
west which mostly cater to kids from 
non-English speaking backgrounds. 
There was a lot of real anti-union feeling 
among those kids. Often it was a 
response to the bad times their parents 
had experienced when they’d been on
strike and there was no money coming 
in. The strongest impression those kids 
had of unions was that they expect a lot 
from you, but they don’t do much for 
you. And of course they cause you 
hassles - like being without pay for in­
stance. As we know, when unions are 
out on strike it’s often the case that they 
don’t articulate the reasons adequately 
to the media. Nor, for that matter, do 
they often articulate the reasons ade­
quately to their members.
Migrant workers in particular often 
find the experience of being on strike 
alienating. They don’t understand the 
philosophical position occupied by 
unions and the left generally: the ration­
ale behind the welfare state - inasmuch 
as we have one - for instance. And we 
often don’t explain to them why we 
want their union membership. So 
migrant people in particular often only 
see the down side, not the up side. They 
tend to take for granted four week’s 
annual leave, sick leave and so on - 
indeed, they often think they’re given 
by the government The biggest prob­
lem for unions in this country is that 
we’ve lost the ability to recruit, to or­
ganise, and to sell ourselves - to explain 
what we’re on about in a realistic kind 
of way.
ANNA: Some of the solutions to these 
problems are in essence very simple. 
They about doing more of what the best 
of us do, and better. Resources are im­
portant. If you are going to communi­
cate better, you should be doing so not 
only at the time of disputes. Every union 
organiser visiting workplaces should 
consciously stress the gains that have 
been made by that union and the unions 
generally over the years.
If you’ve got a branch full of or­
ganisers whose job it is to be out on the 
road every day, with the exception of 
the odd executive meeting, it requires 
real effort to ensure that they’re regular­
ly brought up to date on some of the 
quite complex issues we have to deal 
with in a union like this - on the relative 
of merits of structural efficiency, broad- 
banding, minimum rate adjustments 
and so on, just to cite the example of the 
recent wage decision - so that these sorts 
of things can be communicated to the 
workers. And this means developing the 
skills to be able to communicate these 
kinds of issues in ordinary language, as 
well as the back-up material to illustrate 
them. In our case, that means providing 
regular information about these issues 
in ten to fourteen languages.
Add all that up, and you ’ ve got a major 
resource problem. There just aren’t 
enough organisers, they’re not skilled 
enough in communicating in English 
and other languages, and they may not 
have the information that they need.
SONIA: Because the trade union 
agenda has become much more compli­
28 AUSTRALIAN LEFT REVIEW
cated, it’s probably unrealistic to think 
we’re going to get more organisers on 
the ground. Resources will remain rela­
tively constant, or may even diminish, 
if the membership continues to fall. This 
puts much more weight on the old shop- 
floor network to educate and inform 
members.
T here  are o ther o rg an isa tio n a l 
problems, too, which are an even 
greater obstacle in the service sector. 
When you work in places like hospitals 
on a weekend basis, for instance, you 
never see the union rep, and you don’t 
know who to contact in the union, so 
you have to take it on in your own time. 
Even if you make a big leap and do that, 
it’s still very difficult to communicate 
any of the problems with the union. You 
always have to do everything yourself: 
the only sort of back-up you get is over 
the telephone. This makes me wonder 
how much are unions facing up to the 
challenge of organising people who 
work in different types of jobs from the 
classical manufacturing model. In the 
service sector people often work around 
the clock; they’re not organised in large 
workplaces; they’re often outside the 
major cities' Take the tourism industry, 
for instance: quite probably all the 
relevant union offices in Queensland 
are in Brisbane. Have they thought to 
put any, for instance, on the Gold Coast? 
The same queries apply to shiftwork: 
this raises major problems in servicing 
the membership which unions will have 
to face. Again, there are a lot of areas 
where people mostly work from home - 
computers, some clerical jobs and so on. 
As far as I ’m aware, we’re the only 
union that’s acknowledged we’ve got 
home workers. It’s a difficult issue 
which many unions aren’t prepared to 
face up to.
ANNA: It’s clear that workplace reps 
are going to have to play a much larger 
role in individual worker issues, if or­
ganisers are to be freed from constantly 
fighting bushfires, so they can develop 
long-range campaigns.
SONIA: But that’s still only the start 
of the problem. Even if you get together 
a good network of shopfloor delegates, 
you have to ensure that their experien­
ces of union life are positive ones. We 
have to deal with the question: how can 
you run meetings which are interesting 
and meaningful, where everyone gets a 
chance to speak, and where everyone’s 
views are represented? For many
women, getting onto their union execu­
tive is only the first battle. They don’t 
get listened to, they never get to speak, 
everything’s too structured, they don’t 
know the rules and nobody helps them 
to understand them. Here we are talking 
about getting young people into unions. 
But if you actually did get them along 
to some union meetings, often they’d be 
out the door in ten minutes...
ANNA: It would seem worse than 
school!
SUE: A lot of women do find it very 
alienating. They find that the men are 
always pulling stunts: using meeting 
procedure to quash discussion, stacking 
votes and the like. Now, those women 
may be as good at pulling those kinds of 
stunts as the men. But when they look 
at how those kinds of meetings work, 
and the kinds of human relations in­
volved, they often ask themselves: is it 
really worth it? And often they simply 
walk away.
This discussion raises an issue which 
I ’ve often heard  voiced. A lot of 
people who fundamentally oppose the 
whole direction unionism has taken 
over the ’eighties - often for reasons 
they’re not able to clearly articulate - 
commonly link that direction to what 
they see as the un ions’ reduced  
presence on the shopfloor. They 
argue that the fact that the unions 
have taken on a far greater strategic 
role, which entails them taking on far 
more complex issues than they used 
to, has been the direct cause of this 
alleged reduced  presence on the 
shopfloor. In other words, they’re 
say ing  th a t  u ltim ate ly  s tra teg ic  
unionism and all that goes with it is 
simply a process of bureaucratisa- 
tion.
SUE: Opponents of strategic unionism 
always think of it as a top-heavy thing: 
to them i t ’s all about the ACTU 
negotiating with the government some­
where behind closed doors, while the 
membership’s left out in the cold. But 
to me strategic unionism fundamentally 
means going beyond the old agenda of 
wages and conditions - not just at the 
national level, but also at the shopfloor 
level. And that’s precisely how the 
unions can regenerate their support at 
the workplace level: by raising ques­
tions such as consultative committees, 
industrial democracy, unions’ and 
workers’ access to companies’ invest­
ment plans and training plans, and so on. 
That will immeasurably broaden the 
range of issues on which unions can 
make themselves relevant to their 
members’ lives. Obviously organisers 
can’t taken all that burden on themsel­
ves, because their won’t be any extra 
organisers. So it’s all about empowering 
people on the shopfloor, and getting 
them involved in those structures.
That raises another conundrum. A 
lot of the people who’ve been least 
well catered for in unions in the past, 
and who work in areas the ACTU has 
now identified as those where unions 
need to lift their game - m arried 
m igrant women with kids, for in­
stance - are those who have the fewest 
human resources in their own lives to 
be easily enabled.
SUE: I think we’ve tried to address 
that in this union. A lot of workers get 
quite frightened by the thought that not 
only will they have their job, but they 
may also be on consultative commit­
tees, and have to ask their boss to see the 
company accounts, and do other, often 
quite terrifying, things. They think to 
themselves: I haven’t got the time; there 
are the kids to think of; I might lose my 
job...That’s why the question of the 
legitimation of unions is so important. 
While the far left might carry on about 
the co-option of unions, we’re not near­
ly as legitimate as we should be. There 
are countries where doing those kinds of 
things isn’t thought to be extraordinary, 
and yet here it’s seen as thoroughly out­
rageous.
ANNA: It’s also a matter of the way 
you handle the big issues. I can think of 
three ways we could have handled the 
TCF Industries Plan.
First, we could have opted out. 
Second, we could have simply formu­
lated a position with a few economists; 
trooped off to Canberra, had meetings 
with the government and got the best 
deal we could get; and had this con­
veyed to the workers through the na­
tional media and by bosses on the 
shopfloor. Or we could do what we ac­
tually did. We formulated a simple 
seven-point strategy and sought the ap­
proval of the workers for it.
This showed the government that it 
wasn’t just the creation of a few union 
bureaucrats, and it also meant that the 
workers understood and identified with 
the plan.
Then, when the TCF plan was finally
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announced, it didn’t come as a great 
surprise to them. We also took the 
women onto the streets in support of our 
plan, and that showed them that direct 
action can have positive results. I draw 
from that a theoretical conclusion: posi­
tive direct action leads to more con­
fidence in positive direct action. I’d 
qualify that immediately, however, by 
saying that the worst possible thing you 
can do is to have workers on strike for 
weeks without pay, and then lose. 
You’ll never get them out again.
If I may summon up our critic of 
strategic unionism again, I can see 
them - probably him - saying at this 
point something like this: ah, but all 
of those mechanisms which have been 
set up in the last six years just under­
mine the ability of workers to dis­
cover their true consciousness as 
workers, in that very way, through 
the wage struggle. You hear that sort 
of thing quite a lot, don’t you?
SONIA: I’ve heard it often. Usually 
it’s just a good excuse for sitting back 
and doing nothing. And at the same time 
that kind of person sits there telling us 
that the reason for struggle’s gone there 
are an enormous range of new issues 
ju st waiting to be picked up. We 
mighm ’t have to get out there on wages, 
but instead we’re out there on health and 
safety, on maternity leave, or any one of 
a number of things.
Out in the marketplace how should 
the unions go about getting themsel­
ves good publicity? I’m thinking here
particularly of the current TV ads for 
the ACTU Minimum Wage cam­
paign. Now, those ads were done with 
the best of intentions. And it’s cer­
tainly a good thing that the ACTU is 
trying to reach out like that to the 
general public. But what struck me 
was the disparity between the argu­
ments of the ACTU about who 
they’re not successfully reaching out 
to at present, and the style and con­
tent of the ad.
On the one hand we’re arguing that 
the unions are seen as trapped in the 
past, and as not able to service new 
and different parts of the workforce. 
But then the ads themselves seemed 
to summon up all the images of the 
past, and to say very little about the 
future.
ANNA: It’s always going to be dif­
ficult for something like the ACTU to 
advertise successfully on TV. To start 
with, most TV advertising works by 
repetition, and yet it’s so tremendously 
expensive. The ‘Do the Right Thing’ 
campaign, for instance, combined with 
a heightened environmental conscious­
ness, has in fact stopped a lot of people 
from throwing scraps of rubbish on the 
ground. But it’s been on TV every night 
for ten years. And this ACTU ad cam­
paign ran for three weeks. So there’s not 
a big chance that those ads are going to 
alter people’s perceptions of trade 
unionism. What they might do is push 
more unions into communicating better 
to the general public the positive things 
they’re doing. I think CATU has done a
reasonable job on that score. And we’ve 
in fact got very good treatment from the 
media. When you communicate with 
the media in a positive way, even in the 
haphazard way we do, you get a very 
good response. Some people are almost 
a lost cause - A Current Affair, for in­
stance. But the ABC and the industrial 
news reporters actually look for positive 
things, and they’ll give you fair treat­
ment if you give them half a chance.
SONIA: I wonder whether in the 
ACTU and the local labor councils they 
shouldn’t attempt to be a bit more cos­
mic in their public comments, to take on 
issues outside the narrow industrial 
field. Take Fred Nile’s demonstration in 
Sydney recen tly , for instance: a 
demonstration deliberately targetted 
against a particular community, actual­
ly in that community. It’s something 
that everyone should be outraged by as 
citizens, and perhaps the unions should 
reflect that. The unions could become 
more of a movement of people who 
have something to say about principles 
and morality, about the kind of society 
we want to have, the priorities we think 
are important - and fit into that the 
things that affect people’s lives like 
their working conditions. It’s not easy 
to do, but it’s not impossible. You could 
get a reputation for making comments 
on a whole range of issues - often con­
troversial ones. And that way young 
people in particular would start to feel 
that the unions have something to say on 
issues that they can understand and have 
an opinion on.
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SUE: There would be problems, of 
course. In the Fred Nile example, given 
attitudes to homosexuality in the com­
munity, if you put that to a vote on the 
sh o p flo o r, you m ig h tn ’t get the 
response you’d hoped for!
SONIA: I’d suggest you’d try and 
argue through those issues. You’d have 
to address the issue as a case of a 
minority group being targetted for in­
timidation. Most of our members could 
identify themselves with the description 
‘minority group’ in one way or other.
SUE: That was the case in the miners’ 
strike in Britain a few years ago. When 
the miners were being targetted by the 
government as ‘the enemy within’, a lot 
of other minority groups drew links with
that and said ‘We’ve been treated in the 
same way because we’re gay, or black, 
or women’. It became a coalition around 
a broader human rights issue, rather 
than the rights or wrongs of the dispute 
itself.
Which raises the environment. 
That’s an issue where the unions have 
actually been perceived to be behind 
public opinion, not ‘held back’ by it - 
although the members’ opinions in 
certain industries are obviously 
another question...
ANNA: Well, the members’ opinions 
in those industries have carried the 
policy of the whole trade union move­
ment with them, unwittingly to the bulk 
of the movement Now obviously it’s 
impossible in those instances to decide
every matter of immediate policy from 
the grassroots - it would make it impos­
sible to make quick comments on is­
sues, apart from anything else. But a 
proper union leadership should be able 
to develop draft policies on issues of 
public importance, if they’re mindful of 
their members’ concerns. What really 
becomes a travesty of democracy is 
when a small portion of the movement 
can carry the policy of the whole move­
ment with them, simply by virtue of 
their prominence. That’s why I think the 
environment policy passed at Congress 
was a big step toward a policy with 
some integrity. And it also indicated an 
interest in our members’ concerns not 
just in terms of their immediate interests 
as workers, but in terms of quality of life 
issues as well.
A Brave New World?
Bill Kelty’s grand vision to reverse the shrinking for­tu n es  of A u stra lian  
unionism is well-documented. The 
question now is whether the trade 
union movement is capable of 
rejuvenation, or whether, like 
much of its officialdom, it is reclin­
ing in its twilight years.
The survival clock is ticking, with the 
rate of unionisation down to 42%, ac­
cording to the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics. This represents a fall of 17% 
since 1954, with an accelerated crash of 
nine percentage points during the life of 
the Hawke government The ACTU it­
self believes the level of unionism is 
now less than 40%, and the doomsayers 
have predicted a twenty-five percent 
rate of unionisation by the year 2000 if 
the decline is not arrested.
The August ACTU Congress was the 
forum to relaunch the revival strategy in 
earnest, after a response to the 1987 
Future Strategies docum ent which
Kelty sarcastically described as ‘a big 
yawn from the union movement’. An 
arresting publication, Can Unions Sur­
vive?, was distributed to Congress this 
yearby the BWIU’s ACT secretary 
Peter Berry to document the crisis. It 
charts the collapse of unionism’s tradi­
tional manufacturing base, the boom in 
the service sector, and the woeful per­
formance of unions in all growth sectors 
of the economy.
But curiously, and despite the statisti­
cal omens and the gloomy outlook, the 
Congress went off with more of a 
whimper than a bang. Fiery speeches by 
secretary Kelty and solid support from 
the ACTU’s left/right leadership group 
failed to move the masses to more than 
an orderly response. If there was a shuf­
fling of feet it seemed more in response 
to the hard seats and the gloomy sur­
roundings of the Sydney Town Hall 
than a rippling of fear and interest
With not a word from those, such as 
John Halfpenny, who had expressed op­
position to the strategy outside in the
corridors, and only a modicum of 
debate, the ACTU proposals to reshape 
unions into industry blocs through 
membership trading and amalgama­
tions and to dramatically lift services to 
members, were easily carried. But it was 
a weary audience, and observers casting 
an eye over the wall-to-wall sea of 
ageing and mostly male trade union of­
ficials could be forgiven for asking if 
this were really the team to build the 
brave new world, to recruit the young, 
the women, the part-timers and the 
professionals.
The Congress theme, ‘Taking Trade 
Unionism into the 1990s’, rests on 
Kelty’s futuristic and ambitious agenda. 
The chances of it succeeding seem slim 
unless there is dramatic change inside 
the unions themselves within one or two 
years.
The union movement faces a conun­
drum. On the one hand the ACTU in­
tends to push and provoke, to wheedle 
and coax the unions to reform, much as
